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Zebra crossing: walking in two continents sharing and celebrating
difference through music
Dawn Joseph*
Faculty of Arts and Education, Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia
I use the metaphor zebra crossing in my reflective narrative to describe my
plight and struggle as a non-white person growing up and working in Johannes-
burg, South Africa, during the apartheid era. This article considers and compares
the notions of culture, diversity and identity as I now work in a tertiary institu-
tion in Melbourne, Australia. I reflect on my teaching of African music and
position myself as ‘the other’ at zebra crossings, as I create a space in multicul-
tural Australia. By engaging in meaningful dialogue with music and culture, I
contend, we do have opportunity to explore, experience and express music mak-
ing and sharing globally. The inclusion and embracing of non-western music
can serve as a dais for understanding and celebrating cultural difference not as
distant experiences but as integral aspects of our daily lives.
Keywords: music education; culture; identity; multiculturalism; reflective narra-
tive; South Africa and Australia
Introduction
In this article, I consider the notion of culture, diversity and identity as I come from
Johannesburg (South Africa) to where I now live and work in Melbourne (Australia).
I reflect on my position as ‘the other’ at zebra crossings as I create a space in a multi-
cultural and ever changing Australian society. I use the term zebra crossing to
describe the era in which I was born and grew up as non-white and female in South
Africa during the apartheid era. The term zebra is used as a metaphor to delineate
between white (Caucasian) and black (i.e. African, Coloured and Indian) people of
South Africa under the apartheid regime. For the purpose of this article, the term zebra
crossing is not as a salient mark on the road to separate cars from people nor to signify
that people have priority rather it has racial connotations to demarcate between white
and non-white people.
I use reflective practice to present ‘a lived experience’ (Chase 2005, 658). Craig
(2009, 602) asserts, ‘through living and telling . . . teachers express their personal
practical knowledge to themselves and to others’. In this way the discourse of nar-
rative allows me to tell my story ‘where the knower is connected to the known, and
knowledge–making is recognised as an active creative, interpretative process, in
which the telling and retelling of one’s story provides a framework for the construc-
tion of professional knowledge in teaching’ (Beattie (2000, 5). This form of reflec-
tion is an important part of our learning process because it results in making sense
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of or extracting meaning from our experience. As a music educator, I claim that the
meaningful engagement with music and culture enables students and teachers at
educational settings to explore, experience and express music making and sharing
as a dais for understanding and celebrating cultural difference.
South African context
Born in the 1960s, I lived most of my life in the framework of institutional separate
development that was mandated by the Afrikaner White government. The Afrika-
ners were the main perpetrators of the apartheid regime. ‘Apartheid as a political
and cultural program was imposed upon the non-European population with the
ascendancy of the national party to power in 1948’ (Abdi 2002, viii). Until 1994,
whites as ‘a small minority had monopolised political power, which gave access to
all other kinds of power and privileges’ (Tutu 1999, 10). As I am of Indian descent,
I was neither white nor indigenous black African. Although I did not clearly fit into
the ‘zebra framework’ I did fall into the non-white category of people. I was part
of a minority group growing up in separate development. Nonetheless, I purpose-
fully outgrew that which the system had taught me.
Due to the Group Areas Act and forced removals in 1950, my family moved
from Johannesburg to Lenasia (south of Johannesburg), established just for Indian
people. Here I completed both my primary and high schooling under the Depart-
ment of Indian Affairs. There were four separate education departments for each of
the races – White, Bantu, Coloured and Indian. ‘Bantu (a term originally used for
African people), Coloured and Indian Education were designed to control the direc-
tion of thought, to delimit the boundaries of knowledge, to restrict lines of commu-
nication, and to curtail contact across language barriers’ (Kallaway 1984, 95).
Funding and resources were not equal for all citizens, the schools I attended
between the years 1970–1981 did not have the facilities nor subject offerings of
White government schools. Nonetheless, having a policy of separate development
did not hinder me from pursuing my interest and studies in music. I began private
piano lessons on a Saturday morning at the age of 8 years.
Where do I belong?
Although born in Africa I am South African by nationality and Indian ethnically. I
was brought up in a predominantly Western paradigm largely due to my Christian
upbringing and my affiliation to the Anglican Church. Having lived in South Africa
for most of my life (over three and a half decades), I find myself placed between
three worlds – Indian, Western and African – a triple heritage according to Mazrui’s
(1986) description. I therefore chose to position myself as having a predominantly
endogenous rather than indigenous perspective to my teaching and understanding of
African music per se. I align my musical identity and sense of being to Ntuli’s
(2001) notion of the endogenous which refers to the indigenous knowledge that is
received from other sources outside the original. This received knowledge has been
assimilated and integrated into my indigenous perspective to the point that it has
become part of what Ntuli refers to as a collective heritage. The values, beliefs and
cultural and educational systems of the ‘rainbow nation’ (South Africa), a term
coined by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, has continued to have a profound effect on






























Although I only had Indian teachers and friends in my schooling, my own sense
of belonging and identity was beyond that of ethnicity. In 1982, I was denied entry
to the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) to pursue my tertiary studies because
I was non-white. At that time, the government established the University of Durban
Westville in Natal for Indian students to attend. Because of the colour of my skin, I
was denied entry to a university of my choice in Johannesburg.
Due to the 1959 Extension of University Education Act the school was only allowed
to register a small number of black students for most of the apartheid era . . . it
became desegregated again in the last few years of apartheid. (University of the Wit-
watersrand)
Having applied three times to the Minister of Education for consent to study at the
Wits a predominantly white university, I was finally granted permission to study in
1982. Wits is regarded as a sandstone university with the finest music departments
in the country. I was the first Indian female to pursue my music studies at this great
institution established in 1896. During my years at Wits, I was at zebra crossings
in terms of my culture and music identity, asking questions about my sense of
belonging.
At Wits, I was amongst a sea of white faces and befriended both English and
Afrikaans speaking whites. Initially, I struggled academically to keep abreast with
my white counterparts who had studied music as part of their schooling. With
much perseverance, I continued my studies and finally culminated my progression
up the scholastic ladder with a PhD from the University of Pretoria in 1999. This
was achieved 4 years after the apartheid era. Pretoria University was previously
predominantly for Afrikaners and dominated by Afrikaner nationalist ideology.
Here again, I was the first non-white (Indian) female to graduate with a doctorate
in music. In 1990, I began teaching at two independent schools in Johannesburg
and was the only non-white (Indian) on staff. At this time the country was under-
going radical political, social and economic changes and there was a shift in the
country’s vision for a ‘rainbow nation’ to be born and only in 1994 was democ-
racy achieved for all. Although people were regarded as equal citizens of South
Africa ‘concerns were being raised about the limits of tolerance and cultural diver-
sity’ (Chipkin 2007, 59). Such concerns travelled with me to my new country of
abode–Australia. The above outlines the development of my music voice in South
Africa, which continues to grow and change as I now live and work in
Melbourne, Australia.
Zebra crossing
In the spring of 2000 I emigrated from South Africa to Melbourne and started my
academic life in February 2001 at Deakin University in the then Faculty of Educa-
tion, now Faculty of Arts and Education (2008), teaching in music discipline stud-
ies, music education and education studies. I am often seen as ‘the other’ as I look
and sound different from faculty colleagues and students who in the main are Aus-
tralian (of Caucasian background). As both my name and surname is English it
does not fit stereotypical perceptions with my face (Indian). I am often met with
contrasting attitudes by both staff and students as I do not sound like a person from
India. This leads me to suggest that some students who have negative beliefs about






























acceptance and diversity. These issues should not only be addressed in ‘culture
studies’ courses but across all curricula. Music per se is a pathway where difference
can be deliberated upon and discussed; whereby students consider their own beliefs,
understandings and attitudes about people, culture, society and identity. At the ter-
tiary level, my university’s policy strongly ‘supports the integration and infusion of
international and intercultural dimensions and content into teaching, research and
service through a wide range of activities and strategies as the means of achieving
an internationalised curriculum’ (Deakin University 2002, 1). The university places
high priority to ensure that all ‘teaching programs provide learning experiences that
encompass international and intercultural perspectives and experiences and support
a culture of diversity and inclusiveness’ (Deakin University 2002).
My teaching at the university may be likened to that of a ‘zebra’ where I, as a
non-white person, mostly teach white students about black music. Biernoff and
Blom (2002, 23) point out ‘musicians from other parts of the world come to Austra-
lia to live . . . bringing with them their musical knowledge and skills as performers
and teachers, their approaches to education and their cultural heritage’. The norm of
teaching Western music I confront and the inclusion of African music as the ‘other’
crosses borders for both students and myself. As a socialising agent of change, I
have crossed cultural borders where ‘other’ is the notion of music being understood
as an aspect of the culture of which it is part. ‘Music establishes home ground, and
builds roads to follow into the interior of unknown lands [it] creates and confirms
identity, and challenges cultural and communal borderlines’ (Solbu cited in Herbst,
Nzewi and Agawu 2003, ix). As there is a gap in the literature about academics
working in foreign tertiary contexts, my article reflects on my first hand teaching
and learning experience.
Music and society: culture and diversity
The notion of music and society are interwoven in my teaching, forging links, they
intersect and merge as part of the zebra crossing, retaining Western music and
imparting African music. Music is an important ingredient within social and cultural
contexts; it generally unites people despite differences in identity, which may have
kept them apart. I happen to teach more about South Africa and African music, cul-
ture and society as I come from that part of the world. By exploring African cul-
ture, society and music, windows are opened for my students, thereby encouraging
exchange of ideas and cultural infusion. Miller (1989) affirms that understanding
the differences between cultures not only opens the way to a deeper appreciation of
the people who create and use that music, but it also brings a new perspective to
the Western musical world which in turn should promote intercultural perspectives
about music, society and culture.
In Africa, music is part of all human life; music and culture are inseparable.
Generally one plays with someone and not just for someone as is common in Wes-
tern music. Nketia (1988), a pioneering and prolific writer on African music, sug-
gests that incorporating music of another culture may assist in assimilating new
elements and experiences into our own background knowledge, thereby establishing
new understandings of musical style and the broader culture. Within African com-
munities, cultural and historical information is passed down orally and aurally from
one generation to the next. Westerlund (1999), for example, has written about the






























African and Western musical traditions, highlighting the musical, social and peda-
gogical dimensions of African knowledge systems. By engaging with such under-
standings, it is then possible to realise how music, society and culture inter-relate.
Levine (2005, 11) is of the belief that ‘music like every other art form moves with
the continual forces of change’. As music needs no visa to travel it is fluid and can
change when it moves to another place. Schippers (1996, 17) found in his work that
‘most music travels remarkable well . . . [and] is a language that transcends all
boundaries’. He further reminds us that one has to be cautious about ‘passing down
[such] musical knowledge’ (18) in western settings as the process of teaching may
‘change the music itself’ (19).
Zebra crossing: walking in two continents
Although this section of the article describes my borders, I still retain a sense of
‘home’ and remember my roots at Deakin University. As a new migrant in 2000, I
began to discover many more social and cultural locations and began to ‘recognise
that our [my] current mode[s] of understanding were products of our [my] own unique
historical, social and cultural positioning’ (King 2004, 140). Although I physically
crossed borders and boundaries that are in the main physical in origin I continue to be
challenged in my interaction and engagement with Australians. I do not clearly see
one distinct sense of what it really means to be Australian other than the notion of
many cultures making up a society where interchange is peaceful and acceptable. I
continue to sing my former ‘home’ and dance my ‘new land’ as my sense of belong-
ing shifts between two worlds: that of an immigrant and that of an academic.
The notion of walking in two continents may be likened to seeing cultural dif-
ference as an embracing factor rather than a divisive as I assimilate my South Afri-
can culture and identity with that of Australia. I felt the need for my students to
think about what they were teaching when faced with culturally diverse educational
settings therefore I started to integrate African music into my teacher education pro-
grammes. Teacher education courses have to be inclusive and should take into
account the needs of the classroom as demographic trends have dramatically chan-
ged in Australia. According to Emmanuel (2003), many researchers recommend a
combination of strategies when preparing teachers for inclusive classrooms. These
may include both course work and immersion field experience. Burnard et al.
(2008) draw our attention to developing inclusive pedagogies where we offer our
students at all educational contexts meaningful music making.
As my students do not travel to Africa during their coursework, I impart to them
an ‘authentic’ teaching and learning experience of South African music as I con-
tinue to return for ongoing professional development and research in African music.
Campbell (2008) recognises that we teach music to learners in various contexts by
‘modelling it, conveying [it] orally and by demonstration [it is] then received
aurally by learners’ (40). Nzewi (2005) contends that given our various educational
settings we now combine ‘the traditional African method of oral and practical learn-
ing with new methods for preserving what we know or finding out what we do not
know’ (9). As such it is important to understand the cultural context behind every
song or movement that is taught whether learnt through rote or note.
In both my post-and-undergraduate teaching units, African music is taught
alongside Western music pedagogies and genres. Students are shown video footage






























culture from Africa. They also learn to play on djembe drums and other non-
melodic instruments (bells, shakers and rattles). This aspect of the class is much
enjoyed as students play collectively in groups and build a strong sense of camara-
derie with each other (see Joseph 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2006, 2009).
Concluding remarks
Unlike that of my own schooling in South Africa, Australia provides the opportu-
nity for all to learn, where people are regarded as equal and given a ‘fair go’. The
Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training (2005) pro-
posed The National Framework for Values Education where it recognises shared
values ‘such as respect and “fair go” as part of Australia’s common democratic way
of life which includes equality, freedom . . . they reflect a commitment to a multicul-
tural and environmentally sustainable society’. Providing inclusive and multicultural
programmes in schools helps foster a better understanding of multicultural Austra-
lia. This article has reported on salient encounters of my journey in two continents
where I use reflective narrative as a framework within which my ‘experience is
reflected upon, shared and reconstructed in the light of new insights, perspectives,
experiences and understandings’ (Beattie 2000, 5). As I am shaped by my past
social and political situation, by engaging in meaningful dialogue with music and
culture I have found in my ongoing research with both tertiary students and teach-
ers’ using African music in Melbourne that we have opportunities to explore, expe-
rience and express music making and sharing.
The embracing of different music in my teaching forms a platform for under-
standing and celebrating cultural difference in Australia. Drummond (2000, 56) cau-
tions us
not to become cultural magpies, borrowing music and using music from other cultures
for our own purpose rather we should respect cultural diversity by recognising the
existence and the musics that surround us . . . in recognising our own preferences we
can acknowledge that others have preferences too . . . allowing ourselves not to be
teachers but learners again and be willing to acknowledge the ownership that others
have of their music.
By embracing a ‘new’ and ‘different’ music perhaps like that of African, students
in multicultural Australia can begin to recognise and have understandings that it is
no longer ‘remote encounters but as appropriate, integral aspects of their lives’
(Rose and Kincheloe 2003, 134). Many migrants like me are often challenged and
confronted with change in their new countries of abode. I use this opportunity to
‘walk in two continents’ sharing and celebrating difference where zebra crossings
(black and white people) through music provides a dais for understanding cultural
difference, diversity and identity.
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